Alveolar echinococcosis in humans: the current situation in Central Europe and the need for countermeasures.
Alveolar echinococcosis (AE) in humans is caused by a larval stage (metacestode) of Echinococcus multilocularis, which exhibits a tumor-like growth, initially in the liver, with the potential to induce serious disease. At the end of the 1980s, E. multilocularis was known to occur in four countries of Central Europe, but has now been identified in ten countries. Red foxes are the principal definitive hosts of E. multilocularis and sources of human infection, but dogs and cats can also be infected. Growing populations of foxes and their increasing immigration to urban areas are new risk factors. Human AE is rare but its potential high fatality rate, considerable costs of treatment and the persisting infection risk should be reasons for health authorities in European countries to establish coordinated systems of surveillance and risk assessment in combination with measures to reduce morbidity and mortality of AE in the human population. Here, J. Eckert and P. Deplazes outline the current epidemiological situation in Central Europe, and discuss options for surveillance, prevention and control.